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Abstract: New Caledonia has been a French colony since 1853 – now a sui generis overseas ‘collectivity’ – and is currently engaged in a process of ‘decolonization’ following the signature of the Accord de Nouméa on the 5th of May 1998 (cf. point 4 of the preamble). This process of decolonization, as we argue in this article, is counteracted by a political strategy, which we will refer to as the “politics of a common destiny”. This strategy aims at creating a feeling of citizenship by fostering reconciliation between peoples and communities living in New Caledonia. To achieve this, history is reinterpreted and reinvented by emphasizing togetherness and shared destiny. By way of illustration, two examples are examined: first, the celebration of the citizenship; second, Mathieu Kassovitz’s movie L’ordre et la morale [Rebellion in English]. Next, acknowledging that this strategy goes beyond symbolism and spreads through the political economy of New Caledonia, we examine how, in a background of social inequalities, the Kanak People’s labour struggle becomes subsumed in a vast program of Social Dialogue that is part of the overall framework of social partnership.

Common Destiny in lieu of Independence

Since the early French settlement, New Caledonia’s history has been marked by violent conflicts, even more so in the 1980s during the so-called ‘events’ which led to the Accords de Matignon in 1988, an agreement which constituted the starting point of the overall process of decolonization. Independence, sovereignty and freedom of the Kanak People have always been at the root of those conflicts and despite rhetorical games (between self-determination, sovereignty association, decolonization, autochthony, etc.) the issue of independence remains on the agenda as illustrated by the debates taking place at the last 2012 Legislative and 2014 Provincial election campaigns. Indeed, it is expected that part of the New Caledonian population will have to cast their vote on the question of full access to sovereignty in the near future, sometimes after the last mandate of the Noumea Accord, that is to say from 2018.
 
The objective of the ‘politics of common destiny’ appears to be two-fold. As mentioned, the first is to achieve a reconciliation between peoples and communities (and therefore the promotion of peaceful relations in the long run), as well as with France. The second is an attempt to create a sense of Caledonian citizenship, to assert the existence of a ‘Caledonian People’ sharing a common identity and a collective memory that unite the communities. Such strategy is based on a historical and cultural revisionism that proceeds through a double movement of ‘displacement’ and ‘replacement’ of facts, narratives and symbols which, we may suggest, ultimately aims at discarding the question of independence per se and substituting a community of destiny.
Indeed, since the 1975 declaration of independence, successive French Presidents have reiterated that France does not want New Caledonia to become independent. While the 1983 Nainville-les-Roches round table recognised the fundamental right of Kanak People to independence, it had to be ‘within the French Constitution’​[2]​. At the time of the boycott of the Lemoine Bill in 1984, the Socialist President François Mitterrand stated: “Independence, never, partition at worst” (http://www.afriques21.org/spip.php?article11 (​http:​/​​/​www.afriques21.org​/​spip.php?article11​), http://madoy-nakupress.blogspot.fr/2011/01/des-bons-souvenirs-qui-restent.html (​http:​/​​/​madoy-nakupress.blogspot.fr​/​2011​/​01​/​des-bons-souvenirs-qui-restent.html​), retrieved 23/09/2012). In his discourse to overseas French territories at La Réunion, 2010, Nicolas Sarkozy stated: “There’s only one line drawn in the sand: this line is independence. French overseas territories are French and will stay French”. (http://infoantilles.sasi.fr/web/infoantilles/Actualites.nsf/Actualites%20Antilles%20accueil/7748FFA9609ED0AE042576B000530ECB?opendocument (​http:​/​​/​infoantilles.sasi.fr​/​web​/​infoantilles​/​Actualites.nsf​/​Actualites%20Antilles%20accueil​/​7748FFA9609ED0AE042576B000530ECB?opendocument​), retrieved 30/04/2012). The current President, François Hollande, has declared:





New Caledonia became a French settlement in 1894 under Governor Feillet. Following French settlers waves of foreign workers from other French overseas territories and South-East Asian countries mostly​[3]​ came to provide their manpower for the mining industry and the agricultural estates. As a result, the Kanak people became a minority in their own land which, presumably, was a factor that triggered the movement for independence.

The Accord de Nouméa formulated a ‘social contract’ in view of establishing the notion of a Caledonian people. The amalgamation of all communities into one single people is therefore a core principle of the Accord that became and till now has been the primary referent of all New Caledonian policies and institutions. Yet, it was already embedded in the 1988 Accords de Matignon as symbolically sealed by the Jacques Lafleur (Rassemblement Pour la Calédonie dans la République [RPCR]) and Jean-Marie Tjibaou (Front de Libération Nationale Kanak et Socialiste [FLNKS]) handshake. 

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 1 – Handshake between Jacques Lafleur (RPCR), on the left, and Jean-Marie Tjibaou (FLNKS), on the right, after the signature of the Accords de Matignon (http://www.joel-paul.com/?p=3184%22%3E (​http:​/​​/​www.joel-paul.com​/​?p=3184%22%3E​), retrieved 24/09/2012).

The origin of this principle may actually be traced back to the 1983 Nainville-les-Roches roundtable when the Kanak People did acknowledge the descendants of convicts and communards as ‘victims of history’. The section 2 of the 1983 declaration hence stipulated that ‘for historical reasons, self-determination is also opened to other ethnic groups whose legitimacy is being recognised by the Kanak People’.

In the same vein, the Accord de Nouméa preamble mentions that ‘it is now necessary to create the basis for a Caledonian citizenship that allows the First People and men and women living in New Caledonia to become one single human community embracing a common destiny’ (...). When asked then, who is a citizen?, Alain Christnacht​[4]​ explained:

“What we did in the Accord de Nouméa, which was not in the Accords de Matignon, was to define a Caledonian citizenship conceived as a sub-ensemble of the French nation. That is to say that all Caledonian citizens are French but not all French nationals living in New Caledonia are necessarily Caledonian citizens. Caledonian citizens are those who are included into the election roll, which provides them with two significant rights denied to others: the right to vote for the sovereignty, to vote for the Provincial Assemblies and the Congress, and the right to have priority access to employment”. 

Those people will be those who will cast their vote in 2018.

The Celebration of the Citizenship

In 2005, the New Caledonian Government began to organize a celebration of citizenship, in partnership with the ‘150 years after’ Committee, on the 24th of September, on the Mwâ Kââ Square. 

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 2 – The Mwâ Kââ. (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

The 24th of September is the anniversary of the day when the Admiral Fébvrier Despointes took possession of the country in 1853 (New Caledonia was originally named after by James Cook after Scotland of which it reminded him). For the pro-independence Kanak People, this is instead a day of mourning, the day of their colonisation​[5]​. Since 1872, this day has been a public holiday and (the) commemorations have been made in the honour of France, its military might and the benefaction of colonisation (Carteron 2012: 48). The first protest against the commemoration took place in 1974 and was organised by the ‘1878 Group’, a movement that included young Kanak students back from France​[6]​. Protesters stopped the military march with their banners and were later arrested and jailed. After their imprisonment, they started to flag the question of independence and subsequently drafted an official Declaration of independence the 22nd of June 1975 (Graff 2012: 64). An attempt in 1980 to turn the 24th September celebration into a celebration of ‘multi-ethnic fraternity’ failed.

A ‘150 years after’ Committee was constituted in 2003 (i.e. the 150th anniversary of colonisation) under the umbrella of the Customary Senate and included customary representatives as well as representatives of diverse associations such as the Association for the Commemoration of the Year of Indigenous People in Kanaky, the National Council for the Rights of Indigenous People, the Rheebu Nuu Committee, etc. On the same day, a totemic mast called Mwâ Kââ – which can be translated as ‘home of the man of this place​[7]​’ – was erected in front of the Museum of New Caledonia. The sculptures and the eight spears represent the customary regions of the Kanak country. According to the ‘150 years after’ Committee, the Mwâ Kââ totem was erected as a symbolic reminder of the Kanaks’ presence and identity in a “white city” where there is nothing that materially acknowledges the Kanak people​[8]​. The ‘150 years after’ Committee first sought to erect their totem in the Place des Cocotiers, in the centre of Nouméa but were refused by the mayor, Jean Lèques. In the same Square still can be found the statue of Admiral Orly who defeated the 1878 Kanak insurrection led by the Chief Ataï who was later beheaded. The ‘150 years after’ Committee insisted that the Mwâ Kââ to be placed in the South Province, permission for which was granted by Jacques Lafleur, the President of the South Province who suggested the parking area in front of the Museum of Anthropology where the totem stands today.

Since 2003 Mwâ Kââ Square has become the site for further symbols. In 2005, the year when the Government took charge of the celebrations, symbols reflecting the Accord de Nouméa and a common destiny have been added. Of note is a block of nickel at the entrance of the Square on which is engraved: “The past was the time of colonisation, the present is the time of sharing (…) the future must be the time of identity within a common destiny”, a direct quote from the preamble of the Accord de Nouméa. 

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 3 – Symbols of the common destiny on the Mwâ Kââ Square (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

The Mwâ Kââ Square was redesigned for 2005 ceremonies, with the Mwâ Kââ reinvented as a mast of a canoe with an old coxswain. While for some of the ‘150 after’ Committee it may represent a Kanak ancestor navigating the Kanak country, for others it could well be the European ancestor of the first fleet. That year, all communities were invited to gather at the ‘great canoe of the common destiny’ (Carteron 2012: 53).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 4 – The canoe that forms the new basement ofthe Mwâ Kââ mast, and the "Old Man", coxswain of the canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

In May 2007, the ‘150 after’ Committee invited all communities to attend the laying of a commemorative stone in remembrance of the abolition of slavery. Next year, a sculpture based on the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples was added. References to reconciliation and common destiny engraved on both. 

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 5 – Top right: stele for the abolition of slavery. Bottom left: sculpture representing the head of Ataï to mark the adoption of the UN Declaration on Indigenous Peoples Rights by the General Assembly (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).
The 2007 and 2008 celebrations were principally in the hands of the ‘150 years after’ Committee, which was then accused of using the Square to covey pro-independence political messages. In fact, when the commemorative stone of the abolition of slavery was laid, the Committee claimed that in their eyes colonisation was indeed a form of slavery. In 2009 the Government took back control of the Square’s celebrations and renovated it the following year with added symbols of common destiny. The reference to a common destiny is definitely a constant which stretches through all media and discourses (TV, advertisements, school manuals, etc.). It was explicitly stated by Philippe Gomès, ex President of the government of New Caledonia, in his speech at the Mwâ Kââ Square celebrations, September 2014: “Shall this citizenship created by the Accord de Nouméa achieve its primary objective, which is to unite us, to inspire us to create a common country beyond our differences, beyond our oppositions, leaving our history behind (…)”.





Mathieu Kassovitz’s movie L’ordre et la morale [Rebellion in English] is yet another illustration of the rewriting and reinvention of history for the sake of the common destiny. In this case, it is much more about the reconciliation between the Kanak People and France (embodied by the police force). Screened in November 2011, this movie is an attempt to depict the events at the Ouvéa’s cave in 1988. On the 22nd of April 1988, following a call from the FLNKS to boycott a legislative proposal ('statut Pons') which was seen as adverse to Indigenous rights, a group of pro-independence activists decided to occupy the Fayaoué police station in Ouvéa. Things went wrong and four police officers were killed. The other police officers were taken hostage and held in a cave for two weeks, at the time of the second round of the French Presidential election between François Mitterrand and Jacques Chirac. On the 5th of May 1988, French elite intervention squads led an assault on the hostage takers in the cave and nineteen Kanaks were killed. Following this dramatic event, Michel Rocard, freshly nominated head of the Mitterrand Government, sent a special delegation to initiate a dialogue, which led to the Accords de Matignon of the 26th of June, with the signature of Jean-Marie Tjibaou (FLNKS) and Jacques Lafleur (RPCR).

Mathieu Kassovitz’s movie is principally informed by two books on the cave’s events, one of which is by Philippe Legorjus, Captain of the Groupe d’intervention de la Gendarmerie nationale (GIGN) involved in the assault of the cave. However, Philippe Legorjus’s account of the events is highly disputed, not only by his colleagues (http://www.gign.org/groupe-intervention/?page_id=2141 (​http:​/​​/​www.gign.org​/​groupe-intervention​/​?page_id=2141​), retrieved 25/09/2012; http://www.gign.org/groupe-intervention/?p=2958 (​http:​/​​/​www.gign.org​/​groupe-intervention​/​?p=2958​), retrieved 25/09/2012 ) but also by other protagonists involved on the ground (http://www.lefigaro.fr/cinema/2011/11/15/03002-20111115ARTFIG00735--l-ordre-et-la-morale-reecrit-l-histoire.php (​http:​/​​/​www.lefigaro.fr​/​cinema​/​2011​/​11​/​15​/​03002-20111115ARTFIG00735--l-ordre-et-la-morale-reecrit-l-histoire.php​), retrieved 25/09/2012 ). Jean Bianconi, ex hostage and himself involved in the mediation between the hostage takers and the police forces declared: “I reproach him (Mathieu Kassovitz), since he claimed to lean the closest possible to the truth, not to have distanced himself from Legorjus’s version of what happened” (Gazette Infos, http://www.gazetteinfo.fr/2011/11/23/jean-bianconi-veut-en-finir-avec/ (​http:​/​​/​www.gazetteinfo.fr​/​2011​/​11​/​23​/​jean-bianconi-veut-en-finir-avec​/​​), retrieved 20/11/2011). Moreover, many were Kanaks who opposed the movie since, according to them, they could not accept a movie that presented someone (Legorjus) who betrayed them as a hero (http://www.arretsurimages.net/contenu.php?id=4457 (​http:​/​​/​www.arretsurimages.net​/​contenu.php?id=4457​), retrieved 11/11/11).

Below the first movie poster:

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 6 – First movie poster of the Mathieu Kassovitz’s movie L’ordre et la morale, (http://www.commeaucinema.com/tournage/mathieu-kassovitz-affiche-l-ordre-et-la-morale,186817 (​http:​/​​/​www.commeaucinema.com​/​tournage​/​mathieu-kassovitz-affiche-l-ordre-et-la-morale,186817​), retrieved 24/09/2012).

On the right, the French flag and Mathieu Kassovitz playing Philippe Legorjus, on the left, the FLNKS flag and Iabe Lapacas playing Alphonse Dianou (identified as the leader of the cave activists) and on the FLNKS flag is written: ‘Two people, one destiny’. Likewise, at the Festival of Groix, 20 of August 2011, Kassovitz’s shirt reads ‘Two people, one destiny’ under both flags.

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 7 – Mathieu Kassovitz during the Groix festival, August 2011, (http://www.letelegramme.com/ar/imgproxy.php/PhotoIntuitions/2011/08/22/1406165_10335482-zz-kassovitz-20110822-m141a.jpg?article=20110822-1001406165&aaaammjj=20110822 (​http:​/​​/​www.letelegramme.com​/​ar​/​imgproxy.php​/​PhotoIntuitions​/​2011​/​08​/​22​/​1406165_10335482-zz-kassovitz-20110822-m141a.jpg?article=20110822-1001406165&aaaammjj=20110822​), retrieved 25/09/2012).

The movie is advertized as a movie about the truth, setting the record straight. In Le progrès, it was stated that “Mathieu Kassovitz avows that his movie is about the true story” (http://www.leprogres.fr/france-monde/2011/11/13/l-ordre-et-la-morale-kassovitz-defend-son-film (​http:​/​​/​www.leprogres.fr​/​france-monde​/​2011​/​11​/​13​/​l-ordre-et-la-morale-kassovitz-defend-son-film​), retrieved 13/11/2011). Kassovitz himself defended the choice to base his movie on Legorjus’s version of the events by saying that “Legorjus will not stop at anything in his search for the truth” (http://www.laprovence.com/article/spectacles/mathieu-kassovitz-jetais-en-mission (​http:​/​​/​www.laprovence.com​/​article​/​spectacles​/​mathieu-kassovitz-jetais-en-mission​), retrieved 16/11/2011).

The movie is claimed to be aimed at reconciliation. Macki Wea who participated in the direction and who played the role of his brother Djubelly Wea​[9]​ in the movie explained in the local bulletin Les Nouvelles Calédoniennes, 5th of October 2010: “The movie will help the country to move forward towards reconciliation”. Likewise, interviewed by the Dépêche de Tahiti on the 22nd of August 2010, the film maker Christophe Rossignon insisted on “the duty of memory and the steps towards reconciliation that the movie will bring about following those dramatic events at the cave of Ouvéa”.
Indeed, reconciliation was the recurrent theme of the movie’s promotion with photos that put Legorjus and Kanaks together as protagonists of the event, taken at the time of the Festival de Groix and posted on the movie’s Facebook page.

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 8 - From left to right: Philippe Legorjus, former captain of the GIGN, Mathias Waneux presented as the leader of the Ouvea’s hostage-taking, Mathieu Kassovitz, Iabe Lapacas, who plays the role of Alphonse Dianou, Macki Wea, who embodies the role of his brother Djubelly Wea (http://www.facebook.com/lordreetlamorale/photos (​http:​/​​/​www.facebook.com​/​lordreetlamorale​/​photos​), http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=237935729575247&set=a.144683475567140.17758.142727615762726&type=3&theater (​http:​/​​/​www.facebook.com​/​photo.php?fbid=237935729575247&set=a.144683475567140.17758.142727615762726&type=3&theater​), retrieved 25/09/2012).

Another photograph taken at the movie’s preview shows together Kassovitz and Rossignon with Michel Rocard as the symbol of France as the mediator between the Kanak and the ‘Caldoche’ [French settlers] pro- and against independence, the acting Kanak protagonists of the events, including Mathias Waneux, the Captain Legorjus and Macki Wea. This photo as for the precedent suggests there has been reconciliation between the different parties involved.

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 9 - From left to right: Dave Djoupa son of Wenceslas Lavelloi, executed in the cave, Mathias Waneux presented as the leader of the Ouvea’s hostage-taking, Philippe Legorjus, former captain of the GIGN, Macki Wea, who plays the role of Djubelly his brother, Mathieu Kassovitz, Michel Rocard and Christophe Rossignon, producer of the film. (http://www.facebook.com/lordreetlamorale/photos (​http:​/​​/​www.facebook.com​/​lordreetlamorale​/​photos​), http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=272404869461666&set=a.144683475567140.17758.142727615762726&type=3&theater (​http:​/​​/​www.facebook.com​/​photo.php?fbid=272404869461666&set=a.144683475567140.17758.142727615762726&type=3&theater​), retrieved 25/09/2012)

Another photograph suggesting that the movie has been instrumental in bringing about reconciliation was taken during a ‘reconciliation ceremony’ between the families of the police officers killed at the Fayaoué’s police station and the Kanak acting crew of the movie. An article published in Tahiti Infos on the 9th of November 2011 stated: “The Parisian preview of the movie L’Ordre et la Morale (…) gave the opportunity for a reconciliation ceremony to take place in accordance to Kanak customs, was reported to the AFP by the film maker Christophe Rossignon” (http://www.tahiti-infos.com/Une-ceremonie-de-reconciliation-a-Paris-entre-protagonistes-d-Ouvea_a34672.html (​http:​/​​/​www.tahiti-infos.com​/​Une-ceremonie-de-reconciliation-a-Paris-entre-protagonistes-d-Ouvea_a34672.html​)). On the movie’s Facebook page, the following legend of the photograph below says: 
“On the photo, Vanessa Tricoit (daughter of the gendarme Jean Zawadsky, killed during the attack of the Fayaoué police station) and Kötrepi Neudjen (Kanak who was involved in the attack and acting in the movie). Before the movie preview, families of the police officers killed during the attack, hostages from the cave, Kanaks who acted in the movie and among them one who was actually involved, all gathered at the Nord-Ouest Films studio, 23 years after the events of the cave of Ouvéa for a reconciliation. A moment high in emotion in mutual dialogue and according to custom. Philippe Legorjus was also present”.

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 10 – Left: Tricoit Vanessa, daughter of Jean Zawadsky, killed at the Fayaoué’s police station. Right: Kötrepi Neudjen presented as having participated in the attack against the police station, who plays the role of Hnihnö Wea. (http://www.facebook.com/lordreetlamorale/photos (​http:​/​​/​www.facebook.com​/​lordreetlamorale​/​photos​), http://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=273173649384788&set=a.144683475567140.17758.142727615762726&type=3&theater (​http:​/​​/​www.facebook.com​/​photo.php?fbid=273173649384788&set=a.144683475567140.17758.142727615762726&type=3&theater​), retrieved 25/09/2012)

However, it must be noted that those ceremonies of reconciliation were ‘private’ in nature, not understood as reconciliation within the wider society. Not all the protagonists were invited to participate in it. If the movie was advertized as an act of reconciliation, it was confined to a few individuals. Furthermore, some of the Kanaks were incorrectly identified as former protagonists of the 1988 events. Mathias Waneux, who introduced Kassovitz to Ouvéa and who participated both in the film making and in its the promotion, was depicted as the “independence activist who organised the hostage taking of the gendarmes, which was meant to be non-violent” and “the leader of the hostage taking” (La Voix du Nord, le 8 novembre 2011, http://www.lavoixdunord.fr/Locales/Arras/actualite/Secteur_Arras/2011/11/08/article_le-leader-de-la-prise-d-otages-a-ouvea-f.shtml (​http:​/​​/​www.lavoixdunord.fr​/​Locales​/​Arras​/​actualite​/​Secteur_Arras​/​2011​/​11​/​08​/​article_le-leader-de-la-prise-d-otages-a-ouvea-f.shtml​), retrieved 10/11/2011), whereas according to the testimonies of those who invaded the police station, this was not the case. In a YouTube video Alphonse Dianou’s son thus explains:
 
“Mathias Waneux brought them to Ouvéa but this man was not involved in the taking of the police station, nor was he ever involved in any of the actions taking place at that time. We just came to get to know him. Before that (the movie), we had never heard of him. This is the truth that Metropolitan French people need to know” (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9bJiyCSsnVQ (​http:​/​​/​www.youtube.com​/​watch?v=9bJiyCSsnVQ​), retrieved 25/11/2011). 

Likewise, Mathias Faurie and Mélissa Nayral in their paper published in the Journal de la Société des Océanistes (2012: 132-133) mention that “if this political personality [i.e. Waneux] was effectively a key person in the making of the movie, he was not however the ‘great chief of Ouvéa’, nor the ‘leader of the hostage taking’, as pretended afterward by the media as a result of the movie”. The photograph of the accolade between Waneux and Captain Legorjus as well as the movie itself as a display of reconciliation may thus be disputed if not rejected. Rather it fits in with the whole symbolic revisionism underlying the ‘politics of a common destiny’. 

The Handshake of Destiny

Let’s turn our attention back to the 24th of September. The ‘150 years after’ Committee produced a document accompanying the 2003 erection of the Mwâ Kââ. 

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 11 – Cover of the book done by the ʻ150 years afterʼ Committee for the 150th anniversary of the "mourning colonization" and / or takeover.

It was entitled “On the original misunderstanding of a common destiny”. The image supporting the title showed a white man, who appears to be wearing an army uniform, presumably French, and a black fellow, probably Kanak, sat in front of a box that the white man is pointing to him. Also displayed is a number of black men, very likely Kanak, standing aside and wearing military gear. The legend says: “A French envoyé distributing gifts to indigenous Chiefs”. So what was it really, a take-over, mistaken intentions? Was colonisation a mere ‘misunderstanding’ that can now be sorted through reconciliation and set in the forward looking social contract of a common destiny? On none of the paintings displayed on the canoe added to the site in 2010 can be found any reference to the French takeover and colonisation. Only to be found is the following script: “Old Kanaks observe the arrival of Europeans, the 4th September 1774 (hence James Cook).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 12 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).


TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 13 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

Then, nothing happened, nothing is being said, it is a historical blackout till… the handshake. Instead, aspects of the Kanak way of life (fishing, warriors, plantations, traditional housing, and tribal life) are outlined.

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURES 14 & 15 – Paintings on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).


TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 16 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

Such as the values underlying the Accord de Nouméa (peace, solidarity, prosperity, welcoming).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 17 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 18 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

And references to key elements of the economic development (tourism, nickel).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 19 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 20 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

And suddenly, the handshake sealing a common destiny, the affirmation of a togetherness that seem awkward since there is no mention of any conflict whatsoever.

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 21 – Painting on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURES 22 & 23 – Paintings on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa).

Those paintings reflect in essence the Accord de Nouméa. The fact that there has been colonialization is partially acknowledged​[10]​ (pictures 12 & 13). According to Geneviève Koubi (2008: 73), “the recognition of the Kanak identity (pictures 14, 15 & 16) is an essential prerequisite to the reinstatement of a social contract​[11]​” (pictures 17 & 18) yet with the belief that colonisation has brought some enlightenment​[12]​ (pictures 19 & 20), the whole now been embedded in the notion of a common destiny​[13]​ (photos 21, 22 & 23). That is how history is ultimately recast in the mirror of the Accord de Nouméa.

Incidentally, when looking at the painting of the handshake, it can be observed that this is a handshake between a white (French or least European) soldier and a black Kanak warrior, which indeed very much resembles Kassovitz’s movie poster, the same as for the picture displayed by the media that portrays the French soldier (Philippe Legorjus) with the alleged Kanak warrior (Mathias Waneux).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURES 24, 25, 26 & 27 : Top: painting of the handshake on the hull of the Mwâ Kââ’s canoe (photo by Stéphanie Graff, 2011, Nouméa); center: handshake between Jacques Lafleur (RPCR) and Jean-Marie Tjibaou (FLNKS) at the signature of the Accords de Matignon (http://www.joel-paul.com/?p=3184%22%3E (​http:​/​​/​www.joel-paul.com​/​?p=3184%22%3E​), retrieved 24/09/2012)

Photo bottom left: first movie poster of Mathieu Kassovitz’s movie L’ordre et la morale, (http://www.commeaucinema.com/tournage/mathieu-kassovitz-affiche-l-ordre-et-la-morale,186817 (​http:​/​​/​www.commeaucinema.com​/​tournage​/​mathieu-kassovitz-affiche-l-ordre-et-la-morale,186817​), retrieved 24/09/2012)
Photo bottom right: left to right: Philippe Legorjus, former Captain of the GIGN, Mathias Waneux presented as the leader of the hostage-taking, Mathieu Kassovitz, Christophe Rossignon, producer, http://www.ouest-france.fr/actu/actuDet.php?abo=2143628&serv=10&idCla=3639&idDoc=1559936&?utm_source=ofmnewsletter&utm_medium=lettredinformation&utm_campaign=magazine (​http:​/​​/​www.ouest-france.fr​/​actu​/​actuDet.php?abo=2143628&serv=10&idCla=3639&idDoc=1559936&?utm_source=ofmnewsletter&utm_medium=lettredinformation&utm_campaign=magazine​), retrieved 24/09/2012).

This succession of handshakes refers to different levels of reconciliation. On the one hand, the handshake between Tjibaou and Lafleur and the one to be found on the Mââ Kââ both symbolise the reconciliation between Caledonian citizens. In this register, the handshake between the white soldier/French flag and the Kanak warrior/FLNKS flag can be seen as reconciliation between the parties for and against independence sides in New Caledonia. In this series of handshakes, France is not at the forefront. On the other hand, in the handshake in the Kassovitz movie poster, the French State is represented by the forces of law and order.

Citizenship with a People Left Behind

New Caledonia is by far the most developed Pacific island economy, thanks principally to its large nickel mining industry – an estimated 25% of the world’s reserve of nickel is to be found on the main island which recently attracted up to US$7 billion of foreign direct investment (FDI). As a result, New Caledonia’s GDP per capita is higher than that of New Zealand and almost the same as that of France. But  with a  gini coefficient of .43 the difference between the  richest 10 per cent and the poorest 10 per cent of households is seven-fold in New Caledonia, and it is estimated that up to a third of the population live below the poverty level.

Wealth disparities and inequalities co-exist with a relatively low level of labour market participation and a high level of youth unemployment and disengagement in particular (it is estimated that 35% of job seekers are between 20 to 30 years old, even more so among indigenous people). Such inequality is manifest to a large extent in a racial divide, inherited from colonization, and which is compounded by a high cost of living (Syndex, 2010) and challenges the broad notion of ‘togetherness’ on a day-to-day basis. 

In establishing an agenda to address social inequalities, the Union des Syndicats des Ouvriers et Employés de Nouvelle-Calédonie (USOENC) – the dominant trade union in New Caledonia – stated that “there were not one but two or more New Caledonia” and further suggested strong measures in favour of low revenue households and even claims for a direct tax on mining extraction​[14]​, a claim echoed at the 2014 Labour day joint trade union declaration: “chaque coup de pioche dans le sous-sol doit apporter quelque chose à la nation” [“every and each pick strike on the ground must bring something to the nation”].

Another strong challenge to the current direction taken by the “politics of a common destiny” stems from the Kanak trade union forces led by the Union Syndicale des Travailleurs Kanak et des Exploités (USTKE), the second dominant union in New Caledonia and for which anti-colonialism and anti-capitalism are intertwined. At the forefront lies a fundamental clash of civilisation, values and way of life. The USTKE’s slogan ‘Usines Tribus, Même Combat’ (‘Factories, Tribes, Same Struggle’) and its foundation manifesto (see abstract below) both illustrate the distinctive role of indigenous labour activism as a catalyst in the broader struggle for colonial emancipation in New Caledonia:

“Us as a People are different and the ‘cultural’, ‘social’ and ‘political’ distinctiveness of Kanak workers are improperly represented by existing unions (...) Before colonisation, our society was a rich civilisation, a culture based on ancestral rules which command respect; a culture that the colonial (brutal) forces wanted to break but that is still alive and standing and which is our distinctive identity (...) We are numerically superior but economically subordinated (our value systems not being the same) and we are considered as inferior beings (...) The exploitative violence of capitalism does not suit the Kanak way of life (...) We are a colonised People, our dignity has been scorned ; we seek to regain our freedom and we will carry on the struggle till we see the day of an independent and socialist Kanak country...” [authors’ translation of extracts of the 1981 USKE foundation statement] (also see Israël 2007: 285-286).

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURE 28: Demonstration on May Day 2011, following a call from the USTKE. (http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-_cR_sgqyOqk/TcnRH06uBHI/AAAAAAAAAXY/IeztQpt4Hj0/s1600/1er%2Bmai.JPG (​http:​/​​/​1.bp.blogspot.com​/​-_cR_sgqyOqk​/​TcnRH06uBHI​/​AAAAAAAAAXY​/​IeztQpt4Hj0​/​s1600​/​1er%2Bmai.JPG​), retrieved 05/03/2015)

It is unequivocal that to the view of USKTE the anti-capitalist struggle is an underlying component of the broader struggle for independence. The preamble of USTKE thus reinstates (http://ustke.org/statuts/statuts-ustke/Statuts-de-lUSTKE-at_131.html (​http:​/​​/​ustke.org​/​statuts​/​statuts-ustke​/​Statuts-de-lUSTKE-at_131.html​), retrieved 05/03/2015):
 
“In reference to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Charter of the United Nations, the USTKE appeals for the right of the Kanak people to self-governance and to the free exercise of their national sovereignty, and to the suppression of capitalist exploitation (…) We are thus committed to the Kanak people’s struggle for independence and socialism” [authors’ translation].

Thus, the colonial context explains how the indigenous labour struggle is embedded in the struggle for independence and therefore that the struggle for independence is carried on by indigenous organised labour. This has strong historical roots and political ramifications. Indeed, USTKE was established in December 1981 and was subsequently involved with pro-independence political parties such as the Union Calédonienne and Palika in the creation of FLNKS in September 1984. USTKE left FLNKS in 1989 but continued to provide support for its political action. USTKE later decided to return to politics and present candidates in pro-independence lists in the 2007 legislative elections, and then in November of the same year to create its own political wing, the Labour Party. The leader of the New Caledonia Labour Party, Louis Kotra Uregei, is a foundation member of USTKE. The Labour Party is nowadays part of the UC-FLNKS and Nationalists Group in the Congress of New Caledonia.

Part of the institutional framework laid by the Accord de Nouméa, a Social Pact, was agreed upon in October 2000​[15]​ and has been kept mobilised on all socio-economic issues including labour relations ever since​[16]​. Established to foster “a pacified social democracy” (Philippe Gomez, then President of the Government of New Caledonia, 2009: 3), this forum for social partnership was set up as a response to labour activism, including a top-down process getting right to workplace relations in the spirit of the common destiny (Segal, 2009) and as arguably a way to break the ideological deadlock and move away from (anti/counter) colonial labour politics. Yet, key issues arising, such as inequalities (including a ‘glass ceiling’ in the labour market, the so-called problem of ‘océanisation des cadres’), unemployment and disengagement and the cost of living, inevitably bear a political content and, as a consequence, contention readily becomes politicised across the racial and social divides.

Conclusion: limits to and fallout of the “politics of common destiny”

Following the ‘social contract’ that emerged from the Accord de Nouméa, New Caledonian political actors are trying to generate a sense of belonging to a Caledonian citizenship. As Foster noted in his reflection on nation making, “the concept of nation making posits ‘the nation’ as an imaginative construct that constitutes persons as legitimate subjects of and in a territorial state.” (Foster 1997: 5). Or, “nation making refers to both the production of a collective definition of ‘peoplehood’ and the construction of individual ‘personhood’ in terms of such a definition.” (Foster 1997: 2). This is precisely what can be observed in relation to the making of the New Caledonian citizen.

However, if historical revisionism and reconciliation are meant to give traction to such a citizenship, whether this political strategy really or fully comes to fruition has to be questioned.

TITLE_ILLUSTRATION= PICTURES 29 & 30 – Left: Demonstration of the collective for a common flag, 25 August 2011, Nouméa; and right: graffiti on the fast-track road that crosses Nouméa, March 2012, Nouméa.

If there is indeed the attempt to stir up the recognition of a common destiny between people and communities and an attempt to manufacture a shared Caledonian collective identity, the problem lies in the fact that each person interprets what such common destiny is or should be in their own way.	
To start with, there are those who reject the idea outright for being a plain lie or a bare illusion in the view of existing inequalities and on-going discrimination. Social and economic disparities between indigenous and non-indigenous people, as we emphasized, are hard to ignore. Next and despite all efforts to reconcile for and against independence factions, tensions and arguments around the Mwâ Kââ are showing that however covered, dissension still prevails. For instance, one member of the ‘150 years after’ Committee was to say that in his view the 24th of September was about the takeover and colonisation and that it was impossible to dissociate the event from that history, while others hold the view that the past is past and that this day of commemoration should be about the new symbols that represent citizenship and a common destiny.

Further, this common destiny political strategy is an attempt to move away from the traditional divide between two blocks, those for and against independence, emphasizing that this is no longer relevant. Yet, if the principle of a common destiny is broadly accepted, for some it has to be within a sovereign state, for others between communities within France. 

Polemical debates as to whether the Kanak/FLNKS flag should be raised also illustrate that there are quite a few hurdles left on the path to reconciliation. The issue of the flag outraged much of the population: for those who want the French flag to prevail, and for those who would rather design a new flag that would symbolize the common destiny.

Finally, it may be argued that the “politics of common destiny” have been deployed evade the prospect of demands for full sovereignty, a diversionary strategy of providing maximum autonomy within a Caledonian citizenship, yet retaining a French ‘sub-citizenship’; notwithstanding that the Caledonian citizenship is based on the notion of a multi-cultural society, a creole society, setting aside the pre-existence of an indigenous people who were colonised and still seek independence. 
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